The non-classical auditory pathways are involved in hearing in children but not in adults.
Auditory information ascends through the brainstem to the cerebral cortices in two parallel pathways, known as the classical and the non-classical ascending auditory pathways. The importance of the non-classical auditory pathway for hearing in humans is unknown but its subcortical connection to limbic structures may be important in tinnitus. In this study we show evidence that non-classical pathways are involved in loudness perception in young individuals but not in adults. We used the fact that some neurons in the non-classical auditory pathways receive somatosensory input and we determined the effect on loudness perception of monaural sounds from electrical stimulation of the median nerve at the wrist. Stimulation of the somatosensory system had the greatest effect on loudness perception in the youngest children that we studied (7-8 years) and the effect was minimal for individuals above 20 years of age. The effect was an increase in loudness in 20 of the 40 individuals we studied and a decrease in 4 individuals; 16 experienced no noticeable change in loudness during somatosensory stimulation.